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Abstract

The present study investigated the relationship between personality, friendship quality, and wellbeing, among 394 emerging adults. The aim of the study was to examine whether friendship
quality contributed to aspects of well-being (e.g. happiness, belongingness, and anxiety), when
controlling for personality. Results showed that personality dimensions accounted for a
significant amount of variance in each aspect of well-being. Moreover, friendship quality
predicted happiness, belongingness, and anxiety, above and beyond the influence of personality.
Results also revealed that only positive friendship features predicted variance in happiness and
belongingness, whereas only negative friendship features predicted variance in anxiety. Findings
indicate the importance of having high quality friendships.
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Friendship Quality and Personality as Predictors of Psychological Well-Being in Emerging
Adults
Subjective well-being refers to the relative presence of positive affect, absence of

negative affect, happiness, and one’s overall satisfaction with life (Myers & Diener, 1995).
Although this study will review literature on multiple aspects of subjective well-being (e.g.
happiness, satisfaction with life, positive affect), all of which are closely related, this study
focuses specifically on the component of life satisfaction.
Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, and Schkade (2005) proposed a framework of three main factors
that influence happiness: set point, circumstances, and intentional activities. Set point factors are
heritable, fixed, and stable factors, such as personality traits. Set point factors account for
approximately 50% of the variability in happiness. The category of circumstances refers to
relatively stable factors such as demographic variables and culture; these account for about 10%
of variance. Intentional activities, the voluntary things that people do in their everyday lives,
account for the remaining 40% of variance (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). The interaction of these
three categories impact overall subjective well-being.
This framework has not been applied in the same way to other forms of psychological
well-being. However, based on research examining predictors of variance in well-being, it is
likely that the categories of stable factors, life circumstances, and voluntary activities are also
applicable to other areas of well-being. As such, this study examines both set point factors (e.g.
personality traits) and intentional activities (e.g. friendship quality) as predictors of happiness as
well as other aspects of well-being, specifically belongingness and anxiety.
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Personality and Well-Being
The Big Five Personality Traits is often used as a framework for examining five
personality dimensions of extraversion, neuroticism, agreeableness, conscientiousness and
openness. These five factors can be observed through both self- and peer- reports, in both
children and adults, and across cultures (Kotov, Gamez, Schmidt, & Watson, 2010), suggesting
that personality traits are heritable and stable throughout the lifetime.
Research has shown that personality predicts various dimensions of subjective wellbeing, including life satisfaction, happiness and positive affect (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998). For
example, extraversion and neuroticism have been found to be the strongest predictors of
happiness, and neuroticism and conscientiousness, the strongest predictors of life satisfaction
(DeNeve & Cooper, 1998; Quevedo & Abella, 2011). Similarly, Hayes and Joseph (2003) found
that extraversion and neuroticism best predicted scores on the Oxford Happiness Inventory, and
neuroticism and conscientiousness best predicted scores on the Satisfaction with Life Scale.
Brebner, Donaldson, Kirby and Ward (1995) found that scores on extraversion and neuroticism
together accounted for 42% of the variance in predicting happiness. Cheng and Furnham (2003)
also found a strong positive correlation between happiness and extraversion, with extraversion as
a direct predictor of happiness.
Taken together, findings suggest that personality traits, including extraversion,
neuroticism, and conscientiousness, account for a significant amount of variance in subjective
well-being (Hayes & Joseph, 2003). However, recent research has suggested that neuroticism is
the biggest predictor of all subjective well-being indicators (Quevedo & Abella, 2011).
Importantly, extraversion and neuroticism as predictors of happiness have also generalized in
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cross-cultural studies (Cheng & Furnham, 2001), supporting the perspective that personality
traits are heritable, stable factors and can be generalized as significant predictors of happiness.
Personality also accounts for some of the variance in negative forms of adjustment, such
as depression, loneliness and anxiety (Cheng & Furnham, 2001). However, the absence of
happiness is not the same as the presence of unhappiness, and vice versa (Bradburn, 1969). As
such, evidence that specific traits predict happiness does not imply that these same traits will
predict, or correlate oppositely with, negative adjustment. For example, although extraversion is
a direct predictor of happiness, it is not a direct predictor of depression (Cheng & Furnham,
2003). It is necessary, therefore, to examine the effect of personality on different forms of
adjustment, as factors that contribute to one’s happiness are not necessarily indicative of other
aspects of adjustment.
Studies have found that personality directly influences various forms of psychological
maladjustment. In a meta-analyses, Kotov et al. (2010) found that common mental disorders of
depression, anxiety and substance use disorders, are strongly linked to personality. Kotov et al.
(2010) found that neuroticism was most strongly correlated with all disorders, although other
personality traits also showed significant effects. Conscientiousness in particular was strongly
linked with internalizing disorders, although results showed a relatively weak link between
extraversion and major depressive disorder. Koorevaar et al. (2013) also found links between the
Big Five personality traits and late-life depression. Results showed that the presence of a
depression diagnosis and the severity of depression were significantly associated with higher
neuroticism, and lower extraversion and conscientiousness (Koorevaar et al., 2013). Overall, the
current research shows the importance of personality dimensions in predicting aspects of
psychological maladjustment.
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Personality and Social Relationships
Personality also influences social relationships and friendship experiences (Asendorpf &
Wilpers, 1998). For example, personality traits of extraversion, agreeableness and
conscientiousness influenced the number and quality of participants’ social relationships
(Asendorpf & Wilpers, 1998). In addition, friends of participants who were high in agreeableness
reported less irritation than other friends (Berry, Willingham & Thayer, 2000). Extraversion and
agreeableness have also been associated with both peer acceptance and friendship (JensenCampbell et al., 2002). Similarly, Berry et al. (2000) found that extraversion scores predicted the
extent to which participants felt close to their friends, and friends’ neuroticism scores predicted
the number of conflicts in which dyads engaged.
Friendship Quality and Well-Being
Research suggests that personality only accounts for partial variance in subjective wellbeing. Although it is important to know what are the stable, heritable traits that contribute to
well-being, it is also beneficial to look at what other factors account for this variance, such as
those that fall into the intentional category. Factors in the intentional category account for
approximately 40% of the variance in happiness (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005), and should therefore
also have a significant impact on well-being. As such, it is important to continue to look at what
other factors contribute to well-being over and above personality.
Researchers are interested in the possibility that non-stable traits, specifically aspects of
interpersonal relationships, affect well-being. Friendship is an example of an intentional,
voluntary action (Demir & Weitekamp, 2007). Examining types of voluntary factors, such as
friendship quality, can be particularly beneficial because these are factors over which people
have more choice and control. Factors that focus on enhancing personal relationships appear to
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be important to subjective well-being (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998). High levels of friendship
quality, in particular, have been linked to positive outcomes. Friendship quality predicts wellbeing in children and adolescence, particularly in periods of transition (Bagwell et al., 2005). As
such, it is important to examine links between friendship quality and well-being in later
developmental stages, such as emerging adulthood.
Higher levels of friendship quality, characterized by feelings of peer support and
closeness of friends, affect well-being in different aspects of life. For example, Ashwin (2003)
found that peer support was linked with improving students’ academic performance, and Dennis,
Phinney and Chuateco (2005) found that lack of peer support was a negative predictor of college
adjustment and lower academic achievement. Friendship quality and a sense of school belonging
have also been strongly associated (Pittman & Richmond, 2007).
In addition, having close friends is thought to enhance adolescents’ social skills,
perceived social competence and self-worth (Pittman & Richmond, 2008). Bagwell et al. (2005)
found that positive friendship quality predicted higher levels of self-esteem. Furthermore, social
relationships can also mitigate stressful life events and contribute to well-being; perceived
friendship support may have direct protective factors and enhance feelings of well-being
(Rodriguez, Mire, Myers, Morris & Cardoza, 2003).
Overall, higher levels of friendship quality have been linked with psychological wellbeing. However, research has also shown that friendship quality predicts maladjustment. Studies
have examined the direct linkages between quality of social networks and social support, with
maladjustment. For example, students who had less social support from friends were more likely
to engage in risky behaviors, which may result in poorer academic and social adjustment
(Rodriguez et al., 2003).
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Additionally, Jackson, Soderlind and Weiss (2000) found that individuals who felt

unsupported in their network of close relationships experienced increases in loneliness, and
unsatisfactory social relationships increased vulnerability to loneliness. However, people felt less
lonely when they were satisfied with their social networks, when their relationships were ones
characterized by intimacy and closeness, and when they perceived these relationships to be
supportive (Jackson et al., 2000). Likewise, Bagwell et al. (2005) found that social support from
friends protected against loneliness and helped to reduce stress by allowing emotional
expression.
Friendship quality is also an important influence on psychological outcomes. For
example, Pittman and Richmond (2007) showed that the quality of students’ relationships with
friends predicted more internalizing behaviors such as anxiety, depression and withdrawal.
Additionally, Rodriguez et al. (2003) found that high levels of friendship quality predicted lower
levels of perceived distress. Findings highlight the impact of high quality friendships on wellbeing and psychological adjustment.
Thus far, research has examined links between friendship quality and subjective wellbeing, as well as friendship quality and maladjustment. Recently, Demir and Weitekamp (2007)
emphasized the importance of friendship quality by examining links between friendship quality
and happiness, when controlling for personality. As previously indicated, personality is an
important factor to control for as it accounts for a significant amount of variance in positive and
negative forms of adjustment and well-being. As such, controlling for personality establishes
more secure links about the specific impact and contribution of friendship quality on well-being.
Demir and Weitekamp (2007) found that all personality variables except openness were
significantly correlated with happiness, and neuroticism had the strongest relationship.
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Importantly, findings suggested significant correlations between positive friendship quality
features and happiness over and above personality, where friendship quality positively correlated
with happiness. By controlling for personality, a significant predictor of happiness, results
emphasize the importance of friendship quality on subjective well-being. However, research has
not yet addressed links between friendship quality and negative adjustment, when controlling for
personality.
There is also limited research assessing different dimensions of friendship and their links
with happiness (Demir & Weitekamp, 2007). It is important to consider both positive and
negative aspects of friendship, because both features are associated with different aspects of
adjustment and well-being. Additionally, relationships vary in their relative amount of positive
features (e.g. companionship, security, support) and negative features (e.g. conflict, dominance,
rivalry). Bagwell et al. (2005) found that friendships with high levels of positive features and low
levels of negative features were associated with better psychosocial adjustment. However,
negative features of friendship were stronger predictors of adjustment than positive friendship
features. Despite these findings, many studies only focus on positive friendship features when
assessing overall friendship quality (Bagwell et al., 2005). As such, it is important that future
studies examine both positive and negative friendship features.
The purpose of the current study was to examine personality and friendship quality as
predictors of psychological well-being. First, this study aims to investigate linkages between
friendship quality and happiness in emerging adulthood, when controlling for personality.
Second, it aims to extend prior research by examining if friendship quality predicts other forms
of adjustment (e.g. belongingness and anxiety), when controlling for personality.
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Method

Participants
Participants were recruited from two small liberal arts universities on the east coast of the United
States. There were 394 participants (197 dyads). Of the 197 dyads, 92 dyads were male (46.4%)
and 105 dyads (53.3%) were female. Participants ranged from first-year to fourth-year students.
Not all participants came with a friend from the same year. There were 101 (25.6%) first-year
students, 129 (32.7%) second-year students, 50 (12.7%) third-year students, and 112 (28.4%)
fourth-year students. To be included in the study, participants needed to be the same sex, attend
the same university and have been friends for at least four months. Participants ranged in age
from 18-23 years (M = 19.76, SD = 1.28). Participants were Asian/Pacific Islander (12.2%),
Black/African American (6.1%), Hispanic/Latino (4.1%), White/Caucasian (72.8%), and
other/Multi-ethnic (4.6%).
Procedure
Participants were recruited for the study via flyers hung in the psychology department, email,
and announcements made to students enrolled in Introduction to Psychology courses. Students
who were interested contacted the researchers by email to set up a time to participate.
Participants were instructed to bring a close, same-sex friend with them to the lab. Each member
of the friend dyad was directed to a different room in the lab where he/she completed the online
survey independently. Consent was obtained from all participants prior to their beginning the
study and participants were aware that they could withdraw from the study at any time. It took
participants approximately 30-45 minutes to complete the survey. After completing the study,
participants were debriefed by the researchers and handed a list of both on-campus and offcampus resources in case the survey caused any distress. Participants either received $10 each or
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Introduction to Psychology class credit as compensation for their time. The study was approved
by the IRB at both universities.
Measures
Friendship Quality. The Network of Relationships Inventory (NRI; Furman and
Buhrmester, 1985) was used as a measure of friendship quality. Participants rate the quality of
their same-sex friendship by responding to 30 items on a 5 point scale, (1 = little or none, 5 = the
most). The NRI assesses both positive friendship features (e.g. companionship) and negative
friendship features (e.g. conflict). Sample items include: “how much do you talk to this person
about everything” and “how often do you and this person argue with each other”?
Personality. The Big Five Inventory (BFI; John and Srivastava, 1999) questionnaire was
used to measure personality. The BFI is used to measure 5 personality dimensions: extraversion,
neuroticism, conscientiousness, openness and agreeableness. This scale consists of 48 items, and
participants rate, on a 5 point scale, the extent to which they agree or disagree with each item (1
= strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Sample questions include: To what extent are you
someone who “has a forgiving nature” and to what extent are you someone who “is outgoing,
sociable”?
Happiness. The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985) was used to
assess happiness. This scale is used to assess global cognitive evaluations of one’s life. It
consists of 5 items, and participants rate their agreement with each item on a 7 point scale (1 =
strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree), where higher scores represent greater satisfaction with
life. Sample questions include: “I am satisfied with my life” and “the conditions of my life are
excellent”.
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Belongingness. The Belongingness in College Students Questionnaire (Asher & Weeks,

2012) was used to assess participants’ feelings of belongingness. This scale consists of 6 items,
and participants rate how strongly they agree or disagree with each item on a 5 point scale (1 =
strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Sample items include: “It’s hard for me to fit in here” and
“I’m glad I came to this school”.
Anxiety. The Generalized Anxiety Disorder Inventory (GAD-7; Spitzer et al., 2006) was
used to measure anxiety. This scale consists of 7 items, and participants rate how often they
experience each item on a 4 point scale (0 = not at all, 3 = nearly every day). Sample items
include: “trouble relaxing” and “becoming easily annoyed or irritable”.
Results
Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive statistics were first conducted. See Table 1 for means, standard deviations and
correlations. On average, participants scored moderately on the following measures:
belongingness, personality traits (extraversion, conscientiousness, neuroticism, agreeableness,
openness) and positive friendship quality. However, participants earned low scores on anxiety
and negative friendship quality.
Regression Analysis
Friendship Quality and Happiness. To test the hypothesis that friendship quality
contributes to happiness, a hierarchical multiple regression analysis was performed. In Step 1,
Gender was entered. The model was statistically significant F (1, 389) = 6.27, p < .05 and
explained 1.6% of variance in happiness. In Step 2, the Big 5 Personality Traits (i.e.
extraversion, neuroticism, openness, agreeableness and conscientiousness) were entered. The
model was statistically significant F (6, 384) = 54.09, p < .05. The total variance predicted was
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45.8%, with personality factors accounting for 44.2% of variance beyond Step 1. In Step 3, two
dimensions of friendship quality, positive friendship quality and negative friendship quality,
were entered. The model was statistically significant F (8, 382) = 42.44, p < .05. The total
variance predicted was 47.1%, with friendship quality accounting for 1.3% of variance beyond
Steps 1 and 2. In the final model, five predictor variables were significant: gender, extraversion,
conscientiousness, neuroticism, and positive friendship quality features. See Table 2 for Beta
values and R2 Change.
Friendship Quality and Belongingness. To test the hypothesis that friendship quality
contributes to feelings of belongingness, a hierarchical multiple regression analysis was
performed. In Step 1, Gender was entered. The model was statistically significant F (1, 389) =
4.50, p < .05 and explained 1.1% of variance in happiness. In Step 2, the Big 5 Personality Traits
(i.e. extraversion, neuroticism, openness, agreeableness and conscientiousness) were entered.
The model was statistically significant F (6, 384) = 12.51, p < .05. The total variance predicted
was 16.3%, with personality factors accounting for 15.2% of variance beyond Step 1. In Step 3,
two dimensions of friendship quality, positive friendship quality and negative friendship quality,
were entered. The model was statistically significant F (8, 382) = 12.14, p < .05. The total
variance predicted was 20.3%, with friendship quality accounting for 3.9% of variance beyond
Steps 1 and 2. In the final model five predictor variables were significant: gender, extraversion,
agreeableness, neuroticism, and positive friendship quality features. See Table 3 for Beta values
and R2 Change.
Friendship Quality and Anxiety. To test the hypothesis that friendship quality contributes
to anxiety, a hierarchical multiple regression analysis was performed. In Step 1, Gender was
entered. The model was not statistically significant F (1, 389) = 3.14, p > .05. In Step 2, the Big 5
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Personality Traits (i.e. extraversion, neuroticism, openness, agreeableness and conscientiousness)
were entered. The model was statistically significant F (6, 384) = 36.13, p < .05. The total
variance predicted was 36.1%, with personality factors accounting for 35.3% of variance beyond
Step 1. In Step 3, two dimensions of friendship quality, positive friendship quality and negative
friendship quality, were entered. The model was statistically significant F (8, 382) = 28.38, p <
.05. The total variance predicted was 37.3%, with friendship quality accounting for 1.2% of
variance beyond Steps 1 and 2. In the final model, two predictor variables were significant:
neuroticism and negative friendship quality features. See Table 4 for Beta values and R2 Change.
Discussion
The present study investigated links between personality, friendship quality, and wellbeing. Results suggest that personality accounts for a significant amount of variance in
happiness, belongingness, and anxiety. Furthermore, findings show that friendship quality
accounts for a significant amount of variance in these three aspects of well-being, over and above
variance predicted by personality.
Extraversion, conscientiousness and neuroticism accounted for a significant amount of
variance in happiness. There was a positive correlation between extraversion and happiness and
between conscientiousness and happiness; there was a negative correlation between neuroticism
and happiness. Results support prior research that personality is a significant predictor of
subjective well-being (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998; Hayes & Joseph, 2003). They are also
consistent with research suggesting that extraversion, conscientiousness, and neuroticism, are the
most significant predictors of happiness (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998; Quevedo & Abella, 2011). In
addition, these results support findings from Hayes and Joseph (2003) that conscientiousness and
neuroticism were the most significant predictors of life satisfaction. The Satisfaction with Life
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Scale, which was used in the current study, emphasizes cognitive aspects of subjective wellbeing; it follows that conscientiousness might be a predictor of the more cognitive aspects of
happiness (Hayes & Joseph, 2003).
Personality traits of extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism accounted for a
significant amount of variance in belongingness. There was a positive correlation between
extraversion and belongingness, and between agreeableness and belongingness; there was a
negative correlation between neuroticism and belongingness. Agreeableness, characterized by
traits such as altruism and kindness, is associated with maintaining positive interpersonal
relations (Jensen-Campbell et al., 2002). Additionally, Selfhout et al. (2010) found that
individuals high on agreeableness and extraversion tended to be selected more as friends, and
Berry et al. (2000) showed that neuroticism predicted the number of conflicts in which dyads
engaged. It follows that individuals with more positive interpersonal interactions and less
conflict with friends are more likely to feel a sense of belongingness.
Furthermore, neuroticism accounted for a significant amount of variance in anxiety,
where there was a positive correlation between neuroticism and anxiety. Neuroticism may
predispose people to experience negative affect (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998). Individuals who are
high on neuroticism also tend to be easily upset, moody, and anxious (Steel, Schmidt, & Shultz,
2008), indicating that this personality dimension is likely to predict forms of maladjustment,
such as anxiety. In addition, supporting prior findings, neuroticism was predictive of adjustment
across the board, supporting that it is the most significant predictor of well-being indicators
(Quevedo & Abella, 2011).
Findings also show that friendship quality is a significant predictor of well-being in
emerging adulthood, specifically when controlling for personality. Consistent with findings from
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Demir and Weitekamp (2007), friendship quality accounted for a significant amount of variance
in happiness, when controlling for personality. Moreover, results from the current study showed
that friendship quality accounted for a significant amount of variance in belongingness and
anxiety, over and above what was accounted for by personality.
Results indicate that friendship quality contributes significantly to overall well-being. By
showing that friendship quality is predictive above and beyond the influence of personality, this
suggests that friendship has the potential to modify the set point for happiness (Demir &
Weitekamp, 2007). Furthermore, this supports the framework proposed by Lyubomirsky et al.
(2005) in that the intentional activities category offers the best opportunities for increasing
happiness. If friendship quality has the potential to modify happiness, it should follow that
friendship quality also has the potential to modify feelings of belongingness, anxiety, and
perhaps additional forms of adjustment.
Importantly, positive and negative friendship features predicted different aspects of wellbeing. Only positive friendship features predicted variance in happiness and belongingness,
where positive friendship features correlated positively with happiness and belongingness.
However, only negative friendship features predicted variance in anxiety, where negative
friendship features correlated positively with anxiety.
These findings are consistent with the domain-specific model (Ingersoll-Dayton et al.,
1997), which indicates that positive social exchanges predict positive outcomes, and negative
social exchanges predict negative outcomes. Results from the present study suggest that positive
features predicted positive outcomes of happiness and belongingness, and negative features
predicted negative outcomes of anxiety. In addition, the present study, which suggests links
between negative friendship features and anxiety, supports research from Bagwell et al. (2005)
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that suggested strong associations between negative friendship features and clinical symptoms.
Although many studies only focus on positive friendship features, findings from the present
study suggest the need to examine both dimensions of friendship, because they are associated
with different aspects of adjustment and well-being.
Overall, results show that when accounting for stable, heritable traits such as personality,
friendship quality is still a significant predictor of well-being. Findings therefore suggest the
importance of high quality friendships.
Limitations and Future Directions
One limitation of this study is that dyadic data analysis was not performed because of the
complexity and time constraints of the analysis. By using the individual instead of the dyad as
the unit of analysis, effects may seem larger than they actually are due to an increased sample
size. Additionally, analyses did not account for the interdependence that is likely to occur due to
friendship. For example, there is likely to be correspondence in how friends report on certain
constructs, such as friendship quality. Similarly, it is also possible that friends are alike in certain
areas of psychological well-being. In the future, dyadic data analysis will be performed to
account for such limitations.
Another limitation is the sample population used in this study. Participants were recruited
from a small, liberal arts environment, indicating limitations for generalizability. In the future,
additional sample populations should be studied to see if effects generalize across populations.
Future research may also target minority groups to examine how friendship quality may impact
happiness, belongingness, and anxiety in such groups, particularly in a college environment.
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A third limitation is that this study is not longitudinal. As such, it does not allow for

looking at patterns of relationships over time. A longitudinal design would allow for seeing how
friendship quality predicts adjustment, both currently and in the long term.
Additional research should build off the current study to further examine links between
friendship quality and well-being. One future direction is to look at sex differences in how
friendship quality predicts adjustment. The current study controlled for sex; however, research
suggests that there are differences in how boys and girls experience peer relationships. For
example, girls are more likely to engage in prosocial interactions characterized by selfdisclosure, and are more sensitive to distress and to the status of their peer relationships. These
sex differences may lead to disparate emotional and behavioral development in boys and girls,
where girls may develop intimate relationships but experience heightened vulnerability to
emotional difficulties (Rose & Rudolph, 2006). As such, it would be beneficial to examine
whether sex differences emerge, and what these differences are, when investigating links
between friendship quality and well-being.
Future research could also measure additional aspects of subjective well-being.
Subjective well-being is characterized by happiness, satisfaction with life, and positive and
negative affect. In this study, the Satisfaction with Life Scale was used to measure subjective
well-being. However, which personality dimension is the strongest correlate of subjective wellbeing may depend on the operational definition of subjective well-being (Hayes & Joseph,
2003). As such, additional measurement scales could be used to look at different aspects of this
construct.
Moreover, research could examine how friends’ perceptions of the quality of their
friendship affect aspects of well-being. Research suggests that discordant perceptions of a
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relationship predict lower social support and satisfaction in the relationship (Bagwell et al.,
2005). Further studies could therefore investigate how friends’ perceptions of their friendship
quality predict subsequent adjustment.
The current study found that personality and friendship quality are predictors of wellbeing. However, there are many other contributing factors, and it is therefore important that
research continue to examine what these additional factors are, particularly when controlling for
personality.
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